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Abstract
North Korea’s Repatriation Project, which brought total 93,340 of Korean Japanese or 
Japanese to North Korea between December 1959 and 1984, was a de facto interstate 
project between North Korea and Japan. Existing studies have approached the Project as a 
North Korean effort to grasp the opportunity to lay the foundation for future normalization 
of the relations with Japan. By extending the scope of analysis to all stages of the Project, 
this paper finds that the purpose and the role of the Repatriation Project changed as Kim Il 
Sung-led one-man dictatorial system was consolidated. After the establishment of the one-
man dictatorial rule in 1956, North Korea aimed to use the Repatriation Project to increase 
autonomy vis-?-vis the Soviet Union and China, as well as to improve its image as a 
socialist state. Following the ?May 25th Instructions? which strengthen Kim’s political 
power in 1967, North Korea both pursued self-reliant foreign policy and attempted to 
improve the relations with Japan. These domestic political change and new foreign policy 
affected the Repatriation Project, which was brought to a halt in 1967 but resumed in 1971. 
Pyongyang’s willingness to improve the relations with Japan, therefore, plays a greater 
role when the Repatriation Project was recommenced than when it first initiated the 
Project. Due to the consolidation of Kim’s personal rule, meanwhile, the General 
Association on Korean Residents in Japan (Chongryon) became more dependent on North 
Korea, which influenced the Repatriation Project. Once considered as the opportunity for 
the normalization of North Korea-Japan relations, the Project caused the reputation of 
North Korea to be tainted due to Pyongyang’s typical rigidity. The failure of the 
Repatriation Project potentially contributes to the failure of the normalization of North 
Korea-Japan relations even after the end of the Cold War.
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